There is a growing literature exploring the role of the Internet in influencing levels and styles of political participation. However, it is not yet clear why the Internet is perceived as a medium that can, at least potentially, increase participation. Moreover, putting the emphasis on the Internet as a technology rather than on its information and communication capabilities signals a tendency for technological determinism. In order to avoid this, the article explores the relation between the Internet and political participation by examining three different facets of the Internet: the Internet as an information source, as a communication medium and as a virtual public sphere. The main argument of the article is that it is these facets of the Internet that may affect levels and styles of political participation and hence are of interest for political scientists. The article also emphasizes the relevance of established theories of participation within political science in evaluating the potential role of the Internet for affecting levels and styles of political participation.
Introduction
The relation between the Internet, political participation and democracy has been attracting a growing interest among political scientists as well as communication and media scholars (e.g. Bimber, 1998 Bimber, , 1999 Budge, 1996; Hacker and van Dijk, 2000; Weare, 2002) . Expectations about the likely role of the Internet centre on the question whether the Internet can be used to affect levels and styles of political participation. The plethora of online political groups and activism certainly signals the potential of the Internet for political engagement. However, any debate about the role of the Internet for political participation has to take into consideration that the Internet is a multifaceted phenomenon. Therefore, it is necessary to explore the promises and limitations of the Internet by deconstructing the medium into its different facets through which political participation could be enhanced. For the purposes of this article, three facets of the Internet are explored:
• The Internet as an information source;
• The Internet as a communication medium; and • The Internet as a virtual public sphere.
There are several advantages of assessing the Internet in this more nuanced way, rather than considering it simply, and monolithically, as the 'latest technology'. First of all, it is possible to benefit from the research on the role of previous technologies such as printed media and television in affecting levels and styles of political participation. Television has attracted a lot of academic interest due to its potential for contributing to a more informed society and establishing new communication channels (Elgin, 1993; Tichenor et al., 1970) . Research on the likely role of the Internet can benefit from this established knowledge on the role of television if we perceive these technologies in terms of their common information and communication capabilities rather than as distinct technologies. Second, this approach is particularly useful in an era when technologies are rapidly converging and changing. Within this convergence process, an emphasis on these facets may help in applying the theoretical framework to potential future technologies as well. Moreover, current debates on electronic democracy arise from the information and communication capabilities offered by the Internet. Therefore, an emphasis on these facets, rather than the Internet as the latest technology, helps to avoid technological determinism.
Although political participation has attracted extensive academic interest (Parry et al., 1992; Verba and Nie, 1972; Verba et al., 1995) , surprisingly, research on electronic participation largely ignores this body of research and in a sense attempts to reinvent the wheel (note exceptions such as Bimber, 1999) . In light of the established literature on political participation, this article avoids over-optimistic speculations about the likely role of the Internet and adopts a more balanced and realistic view. The article aims to discuss the central assumptions concerning the participatory potential of the Internet by analysing its three aforementioned facets. It contributes to the debate on the relation between the Internet and political participation by providing a framework for analysing the role of information, communication and the existence of a public sphere for political participation.
The Internet as an information source
This section examines the assumption that the Internet may potentially contribute to increased participation because it enables easier access to a high volume of information, thus encouraging a more informed society (Browning, 1996; Rheingold, 1991) . However, the linkages between more information and increased participation are not self-evident. This section explores the validity of two different links. First, is there a link between the Internet and increased levels of information? Second, is there a link between increased levels of information and political participation?
Exploring the first link: the Internet and a more informed society
Research shows that the media are the dominant source of political information (Graber, 1988) . Television, radio and print media, and more recently the Internet, have played a significant role in the dissemination of political information. Unlike the traditional media, the Internet enables dissemination of a high volume of information rapidly and cheaply. It also enables users to send the information to multiple users at no extra cost. Hence, every information consumer is also an information producer on the Internet. The question is whether the availability of political information on the Internet means that people can access and make use of that information. This article suggests that there are at least five limitations to the potential of the Internet to contribute to a more informed society.
The first line of criticism derives from the assumption that by increasing access to and the availability of information, the Internet automatically leads to a more informed society. The information available on the Internet needs to be processed by the user in order to have a meaning. Without such processing, information is no more than raw data. As Noveck (2000: 23) suggests, 'it is not information per se which is useful to the democrat but knowledge, information which has been distilled and contextualised so that it can impart meaning'. People have the capacity to interpret only a certain amount of information. Improvements in the media do not alter the cognitive limits of the human being. In fact, there are suggestions that an excess of information may hamper people's ability to make judgements (Vickers, 1965) . Percy Smith (1995) also suggests that the availability of information is not enough and may in fact be deleterious to democracy if people are unable to make effective use of the information available. In such situations, individuals may be overwhelmed by the volume of information and become dependent on others to evaluate the available information. However, there are also suggestions that information overload can be overcome by developing various coping and filtering habits (Hiltz and Turoff, 1985) . Carlson (2003) argues that it is possible to improve the retrieval skills of non-professional users and hence minimize information overload.
As a second and related point, although the information available about a certain topic is increasing with the aid of the Internet, this is in most cases a quantitative increase (Bonfadelli, 2002) . So, there is an increase in the amount and sources of information, but the range and diversity of arguments, or the depth of thematic aspects, remains limited as a result of media gatekeeping processes. Despite the claims that there is no owner and that there are no gatekeepers on the Internet (Becker and Slaton, 2000) , this is hard to believe. Media conglomerates such as Time Warner and AOL were quick to shift their focus onto the Internet arena by merging their power. Search engines also operate systematically to favour some websites (hence information sources) against others. Although the Internet offers alternative sources of information, many people pursue their habits on the Internet. A survey conducted by the Pew Research Center in 2004 (Cornfield and Horrigan, 2004) demonstrates that mainstream news sources dominate the online political news environment. The survey shows that the majority of Internet users reported they went to websites of traditional news organizations such as CNN or the New York Times. As Norris concludes, 'the Web seems to have been used more often as a means to access traditional news rather than as a radical new source of unmediated information and communication between citizens and their elected leaders' (Norris, 1999: 89; emphasis added) . This again limits the potential of the Internet to offer alternative sources of information and to lead to a better informed society.
The third limitation of the Internet contributing to a more informed society derives from its unequal distribution. The Internet is more likely to benefit those who are already advantaged in terms of income, skills and access to political links, all of which are important predictors of participation. A look at regular Internet users demonstrates that the majority are male, 1 relatively young, well educated, with a medium to high income (National Statistics, 2003) . There are also inequalities related to urban-rural distinctions furthered by the profitoriented strategies of information technology companies. Since the provision of Internet access is largely dependent on market forces, the infrastructure is highly biased in favour of developed areas (OECD, 2001) . In short, lack of physical access to the Internet is an important barrier to a more informed society.
A fourth category of limitations derives from different motivations in using the Internet. There are various statistics available on the percentages of people who have access to the Internet (Foley, 2000; National Statistics, 2003) . However, there are far fewer studies showing in detail what people actually do when they are online. Are they using the Internet for political purposes, or is it mostly for private purposes? According to the Digital Future Report produced by UCLA 2 in 2004, the most popular Internet activities are email and instant messaging, general web surfing or browsing, reading news, hobby searches, travel information searches, tracking credit cards and playing games (Digital Future Report, 2004) . The political use of the Internet is likely to grow particularly during election times. However, a survey by Pew (Cornfield and Horrigan, 2004) conducted during the 2004 presidential elections in the US demonstrates that even during election time, people are more likely to use the Internet to check candidate positions or get/send email with jokes about the election rather than join political discussion and chat groups or contribute money to a candidate online.
However, the distribution of these choices is not random. Bettereducated people are more able to use and interpret specific media information. They also possess more general knowledge on a broader range of public affairs topics, which enhances their recognition and acquisition of new information. As Bonfadelli (2002: 67) suggests, 'media campaigns generally reach precisely those least in need of it, namely the already motivated and informed segments'. Shah et al. (2001) suggest that the higher the educational background, the more people use the Internet in an instrumental way, and the lower the educational background, the more people seem to use the Internet only for entertainment purposes. Evidence shows that the people who make extensive use of online political information tend to be the same people who are already strongly interested in politics (Bimber, 1999; Norris, 1999) . As van Dijk and Hacker (2003) suggest, inequalities in physical access will more or less close. The real danger arises from 'usage gaps' (van Dijk, 2000a; van Dijk and Hacker, 2003) .
At this point, it is useful to benefit from the research on the use of television in order to have some clues about the possible role of the Internet for a more informed citizenry. There have been similar claims about printed media, radio and television: that they would enable people to access information more easily, which would in turn lead to a more enlightened people. However, studies on the impact of mass media suggest that it has failed to inform the public at large (Tichenor et al., 1970) . In fact, comments on the impact of television are varied. On one hand, there are suggestions that television is 'political participation's enemy number one' (Gans, 1993) because it has atomized society, it takes too much time, increases cynicism, undermines civic literacy and so on. On the other hand, it is suggested that television has become the 'social brain' of society because the majority of people get most of their news about their community and world from this medium (Elgin, 1993) . Using television as an example does not, however, offer an ultimate answer about the likely consequences of the Internet in terms of increased information since broadcast television is not a clear analogue to the socially interactive Internet. However, this comparison underscores the fact that technology alone does not automatically alter levels of information.
The fifth potential limitation derives from the possibility that the narrowcasting ability of the Internet may lead to social fragmentation. The Internet offers different sources of information due to its pluralist structure. It is possible to find information even on the most trivial issues. However, the availability of narrowcasting for different tastes, issues and groups may lead to people 'knowing more about less' (Percy Smith, 1995: 22) . The selective consumption of information may lead to the reinforcement of one's own (possibly distorted) views, the polarization of different groups and a lack of shared knowledge within the community. As Bonfadelli (2002: 73) claims, 'in comparison to the traditional media, the Internet fosters audience fragmentation and individualised information seeking; and this could result in an increasing disintegration of individual agendas and the amount of shared knowledge'.
However, recent research carried out by the Pew Internet and American Life Project in collaboration with the University of Michigan School of Information demonstrates that Internet users have greater overall exposure to political arguments, including those that challenge their candidate preferences and their positions on some key issues. This is significant because it shows that growing use of the Internet is useful for the creation of more informed citizens when citizens do not use the Internet merely to seek information that reinforces their political preferences.
The Internet increases information availability, but this does not alter the cognitive capacity for processing information. As Bimber (1998: 7) suggests, 'it is not simply the availability of information that structures engagement; it is human interest and capacity to understand many complex issues'. 'Attention' is one of the most valuable resources in the new era and the mere availability of information may not always attract attention (Schultz, 2000) . Moreover, the motivation to obtain information and to seek different perspectives is also necessary in order for people to benefit from the Internet as an information source. In fact, even before the use of the Internet there was abundance of information available through other technologies such as the television, radio and the print media. Even if the Internet contributes to a more informed society, there is a need to explore whether this affects levels and styles of political participation. This is analysed next.
Exploring the second link: more information and more participation
Despite all these limitations, the Internet introduces opportunities for increasing the volume and sources of information. The important question is whether there is any theoretical and empirical base for claiming that there is a positive association between levels of information and political participation. People who are more informed about what is going on in politics may potentially participate more because they can see the implications for their lives. However, it is also possible to argue that those who are more informed about politics could be more frustrated, which may lead to abstention from participation (Warren, 2002) . For example, according to the relative deprivation model (Goodin and Dryzek, 1980) , higher levels of education and affluence lead to increased expectations. Citizens have a greater wish to express political demands and a greater capacity to do so. However, their perception of governments' competence has decreased. The result is decreasing confidence in the political system and the belief that it is not worth participating.
Looking into the established theories of political participation does not give us much help in exploring the link between information and political participation. Such theories emphasize the role of motivation (e.g. the 'civic volunteerism model' of Brady et al., 1995) , capacity (e.g. the 'socioeconomic status model' of Verba and Nie, 1972) and mobilization (e.g. the 'social capital model' of Putnam et al., 1993 , and
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institutionalist explanations such as Lowndes and Wilson, 2001 ) in political participation. However, there is limited theoretical or empirical evidence that suggests a direct link between information and political participation. One of the most comprehensive studies on political participation, Verba and Nie (1972) , contends that the availability of information about politics does not affect the participation levels of the public. On the contrary, there are suggestions that low levels of information may render the electorate more 'susceptible to emotional appeals' and increase their participation in politics (Converse, 1972 , cited in Bimber, 1998 . This is not to deny the potential of the Internet for contributing to political participation. The Internet potentially provides a fairly close approximation to a situation of perfect knowledge in which citizens know all about policy issues. However, this possibility rests on the assumption that people are sufficiently interested to obtain the relevant information. It also assumes that they have the access and necessary skills to interpret the information. The availability of technology per se is not enough to achieve such a situation. Nevertheless, availability of information that is accessible to everyone is an important condition for political participation, although it is not always sufficient. As Bimber notes, the central theoretical problem with the populist claim about the Internet is the 'absence of a clear link between increases in information and increases in popular political action' (Bimber, 1998: 3) . The relation between information and political participation is an important area for more theoretical and empirical investigation.
The Internet as a communication medium
The Internet is also praised for its ability to make communication easier, cheaper, faster and more convenient. It is argued that the expanded communication capacity of the Internet can lead to more frequent acts of participation (Browning, 1996; Rheingold, 1991) . It is also argued that the Internet may open new channels of communication such as the email, which may again lead to more participation (Groper, 1996) . Moreover, the decentralized and pluralist nature of the Internet motivates certain communities such as environmentalists, illness support groups and other issue-based groups to communicate via electronic newsletters, email lists, online chat groups and web boards. This section questions whether the Internet improves and qualitatively changes existing communication systems or whether it only creates a quantitative increase stemming from the ease and relative cheapness of communicating via the Internet. Two
Information aggregation This is collection, analysis and transmission of information from many people to a single agency. The best examples would be elections, surveys and petitions. The Internet can contribute to this aspect of communication because it allows online elections, polls and referendums to be applied more rapidly, frequently and cheaply.
Broadcast This is mostly associated with mass media from one centre to many, such as newspapers, radio and television. The main contribution of the Internet to this form of communication is its decentralized nature. The user is no longer a passive consumer of the information or on the receiving side of the communication. Due to the decentralized nature, users can also become broadcasters, for example, by establishing their own websites.
Group dialogue This means interaction among a large number of senders and receivers. It is the most difficult form of communication because it requires sustaining large numbers of links and high levels of coordination. Seminars, conference telephone calls, newspaper discussion groups would be examples. Online discussion groups and chat rooms exemplify the contribution of the Internet to this type of communication. The distinctiveness of this type of communication is that there is communication between many actors instead of a centre determining the subject matter, time and speed of information and communication (van Dijk, 2000b) .
This distinction developed by Weare (2002) shows that not all communication forms are affected equally by the Internet. It seems that the contribution of the Internet to the first two forms (conversation and information aggregation) is more likely to be quantitative than qualitative. For these forms of communication, the contribution of the Internet resides not in a transformation of the nature of the communication, but in its ability to make communication more convenient. Moreover, it is unlikely that the Internet can replace traditional forms of communication, especially face-to-face interaction. Although the Internet is suggested as a medium to enhance interactivity, there are also suggestions that it diminishes the value of dialogue. Putnam (2000) , for example, suggests that virtual or mediated forms of political and social communication are an inadequate substitute for traditional face-to-face social networks in local communities. He contends that although the Internet can be a valuable supplement to traditional forms of communication, virtual contact precludes the type of face-to-face signals that build social trust. Wellman et al. (2003) take a more sophisticated approach
and compare different societies' attitudes towards face-to-face communication. They reveal that in Catalonia, Spain, for example, the Internet is used more for acquiring information than for communication. Their research shows that the interaction of physical proximity and face-to-face contact makes Catalonia a different place from North America, where people use the Internet a lot to communicate with others.
In short, the Internet increases the communication capacity in an unequal way by supporting some forms of communication more than others. The next question is how does this affect levels and styles of political participation?
Exploring the second link: increase in communication capacity and political participation
The Internet clearly represents a major advance in communications technology. Nevertheless, it does not affect all communication activities equally (Weare, 2002) . Some communication activities such as one-to-one and one-to-many types were already well advanced. Evaluating the communication potential of the Internet in relation to different modes of participation may provide a better understanding of how the Internet can support different modes of political participation. The Internet may be more useful in the facilitation of certain participation modes than of others. For example, van Dijk (2000b) demonstrates that one-sided participation modes, such as writing to officials (contacting) or signing petitions, are more likely to be taken up online by the public than are participation modes that require face-to-face communication, such as attending a political meeting.
The use of the Internet supports traditional modes of participation such as voting (e-voting) as well as enhancing modes that have been difficult/costly to employ such as referendums, polls and surveys (information aggregation). Although the Internet supports information aggregation (which is crucial for voting and referendum purposes), the experiments with electronic voting do not show a great leap towards higher electoral turnout (Oostveen and van den Besselaar, 2004; Norris, 2004) . The use of the Internet may also support expressive forms of political participation by enabling individuals to set up their own websites and to broadcast about their political position on certain issues (broadcasting).
However, Weare (2002) sets all these modes of participation aside and invites us to focus on the potential of the Internet for enhancing many-to-many communication (group dialogue), because it is in this area
that the technology promises most. There is in fact a body of research concerned with exploring the horizontal communication opportunities between citizens offered by the Internet (e.g. Dahlberg, 2001; Wilhelm, 1998; Wright, 2005) . These studies investigate the extent to which the Internet contributes to online political deliberation and discussion. Some of these studies engage with a normative debate on the value of a strong and more deliberative democracy and explore the potential of the new technologies to support this model (e.g. Barber, 1984) .
Although the Internet's potential for increasing communication capacity is highest in the area of group dialogue, its use for enhancing participation modes that are based on group discussion and deliberation is limited. Rather, it seems that the policy actors prefer using the Internet for 'information aggregation' through the employment of online voting, surveys and polls as well as the use of email between the public and the representatives.
3 As Dahlberg (2001) notes, group dialogue has to compete with more commercialized and privatized forms of participation that are less demanding in terms of time and energy commitment. Even when deliberative options for group dialogue are available, most people are not interested in participating in them. Dahlberg (2001) takes the UK Citizens Online Democracy initiative as an example that illustrates that participants overwhelmingly choose direct dialogue with their representatives rather than having group dialogue with fellow citizens. This may be explained by the fact that the use and design of technologies depend on political choices and they cannot be isolated from the properties of the political system they are embedded within. Since the Internet is employed within a representative/liberal model of democracy, its use is sought to support the institutions of this model such as elections (through e-voting) or contacting the representatives via email. Although the technology is available for experimenting on more deliberative models of democracy (through online discussion groups, forums and juries), this is not as popular as using the Internet for aggregating information from individuals. However, there is still some degree of bottom-up development in the form of online deliberative forums. Their potential and limitations are discussed in the third section, in relation to the role of the Internet in affecting levels and styles of political participation by providing a virtual public sphere.
To sum up, the communication capacity of the Internet does not affect different modes of political participation equally. Although the Internet offers much in support of certain modes of political participation, particularly online group deliberation, it is mainly used for other modes of participation particularly contacting via email and online registration of individual views through electronic polls and e-voting. However, this is not to ignore some successful exceptions such as the Minnesota e-Democracy Project or the Hansard Society's Democracy Forum in the UK. There is considerable online discussion particularly around clearly defined issues. There are signs that the Internet provides the means for inexpensive and convenient participation for widely dispersed communities of shared interests and issues (Wellman et al., 2003) . The issue-based character of online participation is discussed in relation to a third facet of the Internet: the virtual public sphere.
The Internet is particularly useful for participation at the global level, where distance is a problem for participants. For example, following the 2004 elections in the Ukraine, thousands of people all around the world were invited to sign online petitions against the results of the elections. Electronic participation at the local level, on the other hand, does not always make sense to local political actors since they do not have a big problem with proximity (Karakaya, 2005) . Nevertheless, at the local level as well, there have been experiments in enhancing political participation through innovative experiments ranging from 'a live chat with your mayor' in Kadıköy municipality in Turkey to micro-democracy applications in the UK (subscribe to receive regular emails or short text messages about where you live).
The Internet as a tool for political participation is particularly useful for certain segments of society such as those who are geographically dispersed (communities of interests, ethnic diasporas, issue-based communities) and those who cannot get about easily (disabled, single mothers, carers). The Internet also helps people living in rural areas and people who prefer communicating electronically. For example, it has been suggested that the innovative methods of electronic participation may serve to attract more young people to politics (Coleman and Hall, 2001) . In short, the potential of the Internet to enhance communication and political participation is much higher for certain modes of participation (mostly information aggregation such as opinion polls, electronic surveys, contacting elected representatives electronically) and for certain types of people (geographically dispersed, those who share similar interests and concerns, those who cannot leave their houses easily).
The Internet as a virtual public sphere
So far, the article has been concerned with examining the role of information and communication for affecting the style and volume of political participation. However, political participation does not take place
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inside a vacuum. Although the liberal/individualist conceptions of democracy consider participation as an individual act, independent from the rest of society, participation takes place within a public realm. Moreover, participation is not only about accessing a higher volume of information or expressing individual views; there must also be the opportunity for political deliberation. Democracy requires the existence of a 'public sphere' that is independent of governmental and commercial interests and in which rational critical debate can take place (Habermas, 1962) .
The significance of the public sphere arises from its role in providing a platform for rational critical debate rather than simple registration of individual views through information aggregation tools such as opinion polls or surveys. Such debate may itself be perceived as an act of political participation. In fact, some scholars attribute great value to political participation in the form of horizontal political communication between citizens (Fishkin et al., 2001) . What matters here is how opinions are formed rather than how they are expressed. Such rational critical debate may also be followed by more formal modes of political participation such as voting in elections. In both cases, as an end in itself or as a mechanism to support other modes of political participation, the existence of the public sphere is a necessary condition for democracy.
The question is, how can the public sphere be extended by the use of the Internet? As a corollary to this question, we can ask whether the Internet can operate as an alternative virtual public sphere. The proliferation of the Internet introduced a plethora of online issue-based groups, most of which are not geographically bound. While it is possible to suggest that these groups operate within a virtual public sphere as online communities, many scholars claim that the potential of the Internet to operate as a virtual public sphere is limited (Dahlberg, 2001; Papacharissi, 2002; Wilhelm, 2000) . This section explores two causal links. First, does the Internet extend the public sphere or provide a virtual public sphere? Second, how does this affect levels and styles of political participation?
Exploring the first link: the Internet and the potential for extending the public sphere
The purpose is not to engage in a comprehensive discussion on the meaning and virtues of the public sphere, which has been dealt with by many scholars (e.g. Calhoun, 1992; Habermas, 1962) . Rather, the public sphere is used here as a concept/metaphor for understanding the potential of the Internet in extending rational critical debate and enhancing
political participation. In order to evaluate the potential of the Internet for extending the public sphere, it is necessary to clarify the requirements of a public sphere. For the purposes of this article, we can focus on the three characteristics of the public sphere developed from Habermas's (1962) theory and then evaluate the extent to which the Internet extends these characteristics.
First, the public sphere has to be equally open to everyone.
4
Everyone has to be able to be member of the public sphere and join in deliberations so that a diversity of viewpoints can be ensured. Only in this way can a fair and representative democratic practice be sustained. Second, within the public sphere a rational accord is reached as a result of rational critical debate that is free from value judgements. Ideally, the public sphere connects people to each other so that they can engage in such rational critical debate. The public sphere is an arena of communication in which mutuality, solidarity and reciprocity are promoted. Third, the public sphere has to be independent from the intrusion of government and commercial interests and power. Evaluating the Internet according to these criteria suggests that the Internet does not offer much for extending the public sphere or providing an alternative virtual public sphere. First of all, the Internet is not universally accessible by the public. On the contrary, its use is mostly limited to people who are already better off in terms of having access to rational critical public debate. Moving political discussion to a virtual space leads to the exclusion of those who have no access to this space.
5
Political debate on the Internet is not observable by everyone. Therefore, even if rational critical debate takes place online, it is not publicized enough. As Papacharissi (2002: 6) suggests, the electronic public sphere is 'exclusive, elitist and far from ideal'. As such, and without a solid policy commitment to provide access to everyone, the Internet is but an illusion of openness and universality. Nevertheless, it should be noted that information from the virtual sphere might be diffused to other spaces through mass media stories and interpersonal communication.
6 According to Keane (2000) -who rejects the idea of a public sphere -the Internet is an appropriate medium to link differently sized, overlapping and interconnected public spheres.
Second, the Internet lacks the unity and the rational accord that is fundamental for the public sphere. The online discourse is on the whole too fragmented and decentralized to form 'a' public sphere. Online deliberation appears to take place among like-minded people, which results in a fragmentation of cyber-discourse into mutually exclusive cyber-communities (Dahlberg, 2001) . Special interest groups attract users
T : I N T E R N E T A N D P O L I T I C A L P A R T I C I P A T I O N
who want to focus the discussion on certain topics, providing opportunities for specialized discussion with people who have a few things in common (Papacharissi, 2002: 17) . Individuals drift in and out of discussion, which leads to a lack of shared understanding of a particular issue. This fragmentation is exacerbated by the availability of information in fragmented chunks especially as a result of the narrowcasting feature of the Internet.
Third, the Internet is already colonized by commercial interests largely because of its potential for advertising revenue. There are suggestions that capitalist patterns of production transform the Internet into a commercially oriented media that has little to do with the promotion of social welfare or democratic practice (Papacharissi, 2002) . Even when there is no direct control over the content of online discussion, corporately supported websites have to avoid controversial issues and harsh criticisms that may scare away the sponsors. In some cases, governments provide online space for political deliberation among citizens.
7 Although top-down initiatives may play a significant role in encouraging political participation, such deliberative forums do not capture Habermas's vision of rational critical debate independent from administrative power.
It seems that the potential of the Internet to extend the public sphere is limited because of its unequal distribution, highly fragmented structure and increasing commercialization. However, there are many online communities whose members take part in online political debates. Although they may not form a public sphere, these online communities still operate as platforms on which participants exercise their rights as citizens and participate in online political deliberation. The next section explores the extent to which these online communities affect levels and styles of political participation.
Exploring the second link: the Internet as a virtual platform for discussion and political participation
The Internet offers certain opportunities, especially for issue-based groups, to come together online. Through these communities, there is a potential for capacity building, getting support and information from other like-minded people and encouraging further political participation. It is also cheaper and more convenient to organize around online communities. The Internet offers the opportunity to easily find and get together with people with similar concerns. Some argue that anonymity within online political discussion may be liberating for some people in
articulating their views (Wilhelm, 1998) , thereby leading to a more enlightened exchange of ideas (Papacharissi, 2002) . There are also suggestions that the Internet enables more enlightened deliberation compared with face-to-face communication because participants have time to think (Wilhelm, 1998) . Users have time to compose their messages unlike face-to-face communication in which there is often a need to respond immediately. Hence, online participants have time to reflect, to craft their views and to arrive at more considered judgements.
Despite all of these virtues of online communities in enhancing political participation, this potential is limited by at least three groups of constraints. First, online participants are more likely to be people who are already active in political participation. According to Wellman et al.'s (2001) findings, the most active people online are already active offline. Online deliberation may increase the amount of participation, but this does not necessarily enhance the diversity of participation because participants are the 'usual suspects'. As Dahlberg (2001) notes, online deliberation is dominated both quantitatively and qualitatively by a few people, which is an extension of the inequalities in the offline social world.
Second, as mentioned in the previous section, online political discourse tends to be too fragmented. Even if participation takes place, this happens around narrow interests and issues rather than in a way supportive of dense and unifying communication. Online discussion forums are largely homogeneous in the sense that individual messages adhere to a certain political affiliation, defined as endorsing or supporting a political candidate, platform, issue or ideology (Wilhelm, 1998: 320) . Considering that the notion of diversity of ideas is critical to an understanding of deliberation, there is not much real deliberation in these forums. Analysing the extent to which the Internet is used for democratic deliberation, Wilhelm (1998 Wilhelm ( , 2000 found that although there are hundreds of postings on email groups and online forums, the quantity of postings does not guarantee equal participation or vigorous exchange of opinion. Papacharissi (2004) detected frequent occurrences of angry debate and conflict that may intimidate participants and discourage them from joining in online discussions. She observed that often, online communication is about venting one's feelings rather than rational and focused discourse.
Third, the lack of solid commitment to online communities combined with anonymity and the possibility of shifting identities negates the potential of the Internet as a platform for political participation.
8 Because identities on the Internet are fluid and mobile, the
conditions that encourage compromise are lacking in the virtual sphere (Poster, 1997) . In this sense, online communication lacks the advantages of face-to-face communication such as feelings of reciprocity and trust. This is not to claim that such feelings are completely missing when communicating through the Internet. Research shows that computermediated communication is a different form of communication with different interpersonal dynamics (Walther, 1996) . In short, the Internet may provide an additional space for political deliberation, but its role in extending the public sphere is limited because of its fragmented nature, inequalities in access and formation of groups around single issues rather than being a dense network that cross-cuts various issues and identities. Instead of forming a virtual public sphere, according to Papacharissi (2004: 280) , these online groups form several 'mini-public spheres' that are not equally powerful, and serve to articulate diverse collective interests and concerns. Although the potential of the Internet to extend the public sphere is limited, there is still potential for enhancing political participation around online issue groups. This is in fact in line with recent developments in the levels and style of political participation. Recent research shows that although there is a decline in traditional forms of participation such as party membership and voting in elections, people are still interested in participating through new forms of participation such as protesting around certain 'issues' (Pattie et al., 2003) . It seems that the Internet supports this process of issue-based participation. From a social shaping of technology perspective (Mackenzie and Wajcman, 1999) , the use of the Internet is shaped within the parameters of current trends in political participation.
However, it should also be noted that by careful 'designing' some drawbacks of online deliberation could be overcome. Dahlberg (2001) notes that Minnesota e-Democracy has been able to shape online deliberation in such a way as to overcome some of the limitations discussed here and thus use the Internet as a virtual public sphere more effectively. He suggests that this was achieved by certain structures such as the formalization of rules and guidelines, the careful management of the discussion forum, the development of self-moderation and restricting the number of emails sent by each person per day. Wright (2005) also emphasizes the significance of design in online deliberation. He analyses two discussion boards on two local government websites, which were developed on the assumption that design affects discussion. While Suffolk County Council's Graffiti Wall in the UK was left relatively unstructured with no threads, as it was intended to be a free-thinking space, Cumbria County Council's discussion board had a structured threading system designed to focus discussion into specific policy areas. This points at a need to experiment with different applications of online deliberation in order to explore the potential of the Internet as a public sphere and to overcome its limitations in enhancing political participation.
Conclusion
This article does not offer an ultimate verdict on the potential of the Internet for enhancing political participation. This would be a very extensive task, requiring comprehensive theoretical and empirical research. Rather, the purpose has been to investigate the explanatory links between the Internet and political participation by deconstructing the Internet into its three facets. In this way, it has been possible to develop a non-deterministic approach that puts the emphasis on the potential of the Internet as an information source, a communication medium and a virtual public sphere.
In analysing the Internet as an information source, the article argues that with the availability of the Internet, at least potentially, there could be an approximation to a situation of perfect knowledge in which citizens know all about policy issues. However, this assumes that people are interested enough to obtain that information. It also assumes that they have the access and necessary skills to process the information. More importantly, from a political science perspective, even if the Internet contributes to an informed society, the established scholarship on political participation does not offer a direct relation between information and participation. There is clearly a need for more comprehensive theoretical and empirical research aimed at understanding the relation between information and political participation.
In analysing the Internet as a communication medium, the article demonstrates that the Internet increases the communication capacity in an unequal way by supporting some forms of communication more than others. Hence, different modes of political participation are affected asymmetrically by the use of the Internet. This points to a need for a more sophisticated approach in investigating the relation between the communication capacity of the Internet and political participation. Instead of attempting to measure whether the Internet increases the communication capacity or not (level of participation), research should
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investigate what modes of political participation are affected and in what ways (style of participation). Moreover, the way the Internet is used for different modes of political participation is not only a technical issue. Although the Internet offers most in supporting certain modes of political participation such as online group deliberation, it is mostly used for other modes of participation, particularly contacting via email and online registration of individual views. This points at a need to investigate the role of the social and political contexts in which the use of the Internet is shaped. The comparison made by Wellman et al. (2003) between Catalonia and North America illustrates the significance of such contexts.
In analysing the potential of the Internet as a virtual public sphere, the article argues that the potential of the Internet to extend the public sphere is limited because of its unequal distribution, highly fragmented structure and increasing commercialization. However, there are many online communities whose members take part in online political debates. Although they may not form a public sphere, these online communities still operate as platforms on which participants conduct their rights as citizens and participate in online political deliberation. Although the potential of the Internet to extend 'the' public sphere is limited, there is still potential for enhancing political participation around online issue groups. This is in fact in line with recent developments in the style of political participation, which largely centres on certain 'issues' rather than political party loyalties. Moreover, there is a possibility that with appropriate 'design', some of the limitations of the Internet as a virtual public sphere can be overcome, which may in turn lead to enhanced political participation.
The article has been concerned with exploring the explanatory links between the three facets of the Internet and political participation. It has argued that established scholarship on political participation represents a valuable resource in this endeavour. It is surprising that research on electronic participation largely ignores this body of research and in a sense attempts to reinvent the wheel. This article cannot offer an extensive review of theories on political participation, but it does, at least, point to such a need and asks how we can benefit from the existing theories of participation in order to understand the potential of the Internet for enhancing political participation. It is not possible to analyse the role of the Internet without knowing why some people participate and others do not. It may be the case that people do not participate simply because of matters of convenience such as lack of time or
